human language and a set of parameters that characterize possible variation among languages. The acquisition of language consists largely of fixing the values of these parameters on the basis of clues in the input. Importantly,this theory predicts that there are logically possible, but linguistically impossible, mistakes that children cannot make.
The parallel with birdsong is striking. Many birds have songs that develop appropriately only after interaction with conspecifics: the song is partly innate and partly dependent on experience. Nightingales, like children, only make mistakes that correspond to patterns that could occur as possible song elements for their species, just as children only make mistakes that are licensed by universal grammar.
We are evolutionarily closer to birds than to bees, but we are closer still to other primates. Their systems of communication, however, are less similar to human language than is popularly supposed. Vervet monkeys have distinct alarm calls for leopards, eagles and snakes. These calls can be extended to new types of threat -humans, for instance -and they are under some degree of voluntary control, yet they do not seem to 'refer' to the respective animals in the way we refer with our language. The calls can affect behaviour but not knowledge. Similarly, attempts to teach American Sign Language to chimpanzees have made it clear that, although human infants read intentions into the actions of others, chimps never do.
To complement his critique of 'animal language' ,Anderson also outlines what is special about human language: in a word, syntax. Our vocabularies are dramatically larger than those of other animals, and our sound systems are more complex, but the essential design property of human language is syntax -the way we use combinations of words to convey meaning. This concept is alien to the communication systems of other species.
What animals learn is impressive and their cognitive abilities may be remarkable. But they never master anything like a human language and seem incapable of doing so: the complexity of their grammar is not remotely comparable to ours. This complexity is exemplified at length in the book, but two examples should suffice. First, the essence of syntax is recursion: the possibility of including one sentence inside another ad infinitum. Anderson's elegant book contains a host of other insights and observations. He concludes that, just as the dance of bees, the song of birds and the calls of monkeys are unique to their respective species, so human language is unique to us. In The Ancestor's Tale (Weidenfeld & Nicolson), Richard Dawkins "views species as pilgrims marching into the past, joining each other genetically on a 3-billion-year journey to evolution's Canterbury: the first 'replicator'". Jerry Coyne (Nature 431, 903-904; 2004) .
In Matters of Substance (Penguin, Allen Lane), Griffith Edwards presents a lucid account of drug use and control, taking the radical view that the effect of any drug is just as dependent on the social, historical and psychological context as on its chemical structure.
In The Earth (HarperCollins), Richard Fortey "offers a clear, graphic and entertaining exposition of the manner in which, over an eon, the observed geological phenomena have achieved their present state. And he forcefully reminds us that events remotely embedded in deep time may yet be highly relevant as determinants for the lifestyles of modern human communities." Gordon L. Herries Davies (Nature 428, 697-698; 2004 
